Dr William Price, self-styled 'Archdruid of Wales' was an eccentric the like of which is, fortunately perhaps, seldom seen in the ranks of the medical profession. However, stripped of the more bizarre elements of his behaviour and his rejection of religious and moral conventions, he can be seen as a man actively involved in the social issues of his day. He was certainly a Chartist and quite probably a member of the Daughters of Rebecca. In preventive medicine terms he would today be seen as quite conventional in his views of the dangers of tobacco smoking and overeating. He will, however, be best remembered for the introduction of cremation into the United Kingdom.
My maternal grandfather, William John, was born in Llantrisant in January 1870 and was a first-hand witness to many of the events recorded here. Such too was the fame of Dr Price that at my interview at the London Hospital in 1956 his activities were a subject broached, bearing in mind my origins and Dr Price's contacts with the London Hospital.
William Price was born on 4 March 1800 at Rudry, Glamorgan and was the third son, and the fifth of seven children born to the Rev William Price MA, a clergyman. The Rev William Price was at one time a Fellow of Jesus College, Oxford. He resigned his fellowship on his marriage to Mary Edmonds of Machen, Glamorgan. Mary Edmonds has been described as an illiterate maidservant who although 'much below him in station in life' looked after the clergyman and his seven children for he certainly could not. John Cule! described at length the Rev William Price's 'predilection for water'. 'One of his greatest enjoyments was to immerse himself in a pond up to his neck. Sometimes he would take off his clothes before going into the water. But before he put them on again he would be sure to dip them in the pond to make them wet. If he went in without his hat he would not neglect to fill it with water before he replaced it on his head. ' After the Rev William Price's death a dispute arose about his competence in managing his affairs. This entailed exhumation of the body for the purpose of showing he was 'non compos mentis' at the relevant time. Necropsy examination revealed that the blood vessels of the brain were very large and it was solemnly suggested that the clergyman's desire to immerse himself in water was in order to 'relieve the throbbing'.
To return to William Price, the son, he was sent to school at Machen at the age of 10 years and remained there for 31,2 years and it was while at school in Machen that he learnt to speak English. At the age of 14 years William Price was apprenticed to Evan Edwards, a surgeon of Caerphilly. The apprenticeship to Evan Edwards cost £35 and was paid by the Corporation of the Sons of the Clergy. The document relating to this agreement now resides at the Welsh National Museum at St Fagans, Cardiff and reads as follows:
'The Corporation ofthe Sons ofthe Clergyhavebeenpleased to order an apprentice fee of £35 to be allowed for binding WilliamPrice to youfor5 years. You, therewith receive the indenture as prepared accordingly the part having the receipt endorsed must be executed by you in the presence of a witness ofcredit, and the receipt also signed by you in the presence of the same witness, and returned to me to remain in the office of the Corporation. After which the money will be paid to you by our Bill duly stamped drawn on me payable at 10 days and not otherwise.
Signed After his period of training in London Dr Price returned to South Wales and practised at first at Nantgarw, subsequently moving to Treforest, Pontypridd and finally settling in Llantrisant.
In the 1830s he became involved in the Chartist movement in Wales. He is alleged to have been involved in the Merthyr riots of 1831 in which the military slew some 20 people and following which Die Penderyn was hung at Cardiff.
Dr Price was supposed to have produced himself and seven cannons for the Chartists march on Newport in 1839. Neither Dr Price nor the cannons materialized. The march itself, led by John Frost, did take place and ended in much loss of life at the fracas at the Westgate Hotel, Newport. Dr Price's obituary in the British Medical Journal of 28 January 1893 records Dr Price's subsequent flight from Britain in the following terms". 'On accountof his extreme opinions, a warrant was issued for his arrest by the Government of the day, and a large reward was offered for his capture. He eluded his pursuers disguisedas a womanand succeeded in escapingto France. Landing at Havre, he proceeded to Paris where he was introduced to the reigning French monarch.
The story of Dr Price's escape dressed as a woman may be apocryphal and may be based on his association with the other politically active group in South Wales at that time, the Daughters of Rebecca. Rebecca and her daughters carried out a determined destruction of toll gates and turnpike gates.· Dressed in dark female attire with flowing black capes and darkened faces, they descended on the toll gates destroying them and burning the toll-keepers' houses. The reference to Rebecca is derived from Genesis 24 v 60 '... and they blessed Rebecca and said to her ... let thy seed possess the gate of those which hate thee .. . ' The burden of tollgate fees was considerable", Travelling from Cardiff westward 'we pass through one gate on the Cardiff Trust, two gates on the Cowbridge Trust, six gates on the Bridgend Trust, three gates on the Neath Trust and one on the Swansea Trust' stated C R M Talbot MP in Hansard. He concluded that 'while not condoning the behaviour of Rebecca and her atrocious daughters the existence of 13 toll gates in 50 miles was unacceptable', when every horse drawn vehicle had to pay 6d at each gate.
To local farmers who were charged Id for every sheep driven through the gates, the presence of these charges was even more burdensome to the traveller. Dr Price's possible involvement with the Chartists and the Daughters of Rebecca could be interpreted as a social conscience manifest in a rather violent manner.
After his return from exile, Dr Price became notorious for his litigious propensities and he squandered a large fortune in frivolous legal actions.
In At what stage Dr Price became interested in Druidism is uncertain. However, it was clear that the Druid uniform he devised for himself was being worn at the above trial in 1853. At this trial he described his sartorial elegance to the judge 'This is the military uniform, my lord, worn by Welshmen when they defeated you Englishmen at the Battle of Bosworth Field nearly 500 years ago'.
The uniform he devised for his personal use was that which he considered appropriate for him in his selfstyled capacity of Archdruid of Wales. The headpiece was of red fox skin with the tail dangling in Davy Crocket fashion; a white cotton shirt that laced up; a double-breasted red suede waistcoat with two rows of brass buttons; and green trousers with the bottoms deeply scalloped and trimmed with red. The ensemble was completed by a long tartan plaid cape with the predominant colour being scarlet.
Dr Price wore no socks or stockings. He believed that 'stockings prevented the proper exhalation of the feet which are in consequence kept damp. Thus the person who wears them is more likely to catch cold'.
Dr Price did however wear shoes! In personal hygiene he was meticulous and he wore a clean white tunic daily, freshly laundered by his mistress Gwenllian Llewellyn. Any coins he received he always washed before putting them in his pocket.
He was strongly against tobacco smoking and was reported to have snatched a clay pipe from the mouth of a fellow train traveller and thrown it out of the window and threatened to throw the smoker out too if he protested. Such were the joys of travelling with Dr Price on the Pontypridd to Merthyr train", He was known to have refused to treat patients who smoked unless they undertook to give up smoking.
He also frequently made a diagnosis of 'consumption' by which he meant over indulgence in food and not tuberculosis. Dr Price was considered as a brilliant but eccentric physician and his skills were much sought after. He however was a man who readily bore grudges and if a patient was sick against whom or against whose family Dr Price held a grudge for a real or imagined wrong, then the family had to approach him on their knees, literally, before he would condescend to see and treat the patient.
Cremation as a means of disposal of the dead had been widely used by Greeks and Romans and various Teutonic tribes but had been frowned on by the Christian Church. It was however revived in Italy in 1870 and the Cremation Society was formed in Britain in 1874.
The subject of cremation was one of Dr Price's enthusiasms and when at the age of 84 years the 5-month-old child he had sired on his Mistress Gwenllian Llewellyn died he set in motion on the Sunday evening, 13 January, 1884 the cremation of his son 'Iesu Grist' (Jesus Christ). It was considered blasphemy enough to name one's son this manner in non-conformist Wales but to cremate the body in a public place on a Sunday evening as people were leaving the chapels of the town, provoked a near riot. The crowd was so enraged that unless rescued and arrested by the police Dr Price would have received severe handling. Other reports state that Dr Price fled to his home where his mistress, shotgun in hand, held the crowd at bay until the police arrived and arrested him.
The mode in which Dr Price had attempted cremation was to place the body ofthe child on a cask of paraffin oil wrapped napkins and then set on fire. The baby's body was retrieved from the flames. It was then subjected to an autopsy and the cause of death given by coroners' jury was 'dentition' presumably what would now be termed 'cot-death'.
Dr Price was then tried at the Winter Assizes in Cardiff before Mr Justice Stephen in February 1884 for endeavouring to cremate the body of a child. Dr Price was acquitted. Mr Justice Stephen delivered his well-known judgement declaring that cremation was a legal procedure provided it was effected without nuisance to others. Dr Price, who had recovered the remains of his son following the autopsy and retained them in a box under his bed, for some 8 weeks, completed the cremation at Caerlan Fields, Llantrisant on 14 March 1884. The cremation took place with half a ton of coal, a gallon of paraffin, and 6 pennyworth of wood. The British Medical Journal of that time reported the total cost as being '8 shillings and 2 pence'. On the site of the cremation of Iesu Grist Price, Dr Price erected a 60 ft pole with a 2 ft diameter brass moon on top with the request that he too should be cremated at the same spot. Figures 1 and 2 show the brass moon in the one case held by Dr Price and in the other on its pole in Caerlan Fields at his own cremation.
In 1871 Dr Price published a book Gwyllis yn Nawd (The Will of my Father) in what Dr Price claimed was Old Welsh as it had been spelt for 2600 years. In a picture in the frontispiece of this book he holds 'a mundane egg' the sign of immortality and in the other the famous crescent moon on a pole.
To commemorate the cremation of his son, Dr Price had oval brass medals struck on one side with an inscription and the other was filled by a representation of a billy goat! Subsequent to these events Dr Price sued the Glamorgan police for wrongful arrest and won his case. He was awarded one farthing damages.
Cremation as a means of disposal of the dead was legalized in Britain in 1885.
Between this episode and his death in 1893 Dr Price sired two more children. The daughter Penelope bequeathed much of the material on which this article is based to the Welsh National Folk Museum, the other and younger child he again called Iesu Grist.
The cremation of Dr Price after his death in January 1893 was described by Taliesin Morgan? in his History of Llantrisant published in 1898 as follows:
The coffin, a unique specimen of its kind, was specially constructed by a local blacksmith, from the designs of a wellknown surveyor, with a view to the fiery ordeal which it was destined to undergo. Sheet-iron was selected as its materia for the express purpose of preventing the least possibility of the body itself becoming exposed under any circumstances, the iron bands being subsequently placed as an additional precaution. It was anticipated that the sheet-iron, when placed in the heart of the burning pile would soon become red-hot, and so materially assist the process of Cremation while at the same time preserving the ashes, which, the Doctor had arranged, should 'be cast to winds and scattered o'er the earth to help the green grass and flowers to grow'.
Along each side of the coffin, from end to end, were a series of holes, each of them an inch or an inch and a half in diameter, means being thus provided for the entry of the fire and for the escape of the gases emitted from the body, during the process of combustion. At the top of the lid of the coffin was a square aperture disclosing the face and bust of the corpse.
The Crematorium was, contrary to the evident expectation of many of the general public, so constructed as to consume the remains ofthe deceased without exposing the body, or even the coffin, to view. Every endeavour had been made to avoid giving rise to complaints as to the indecency and nuisance which had been alleged against the old Doctor himself when he cremated his child in 1884. Two substantial walls, 10 ft long, 2 ft thick and about 4 ft high, had been erected. These walls were 3 ft 6 in apart. At a height of about 2 ft from the ground 12 iron bars, 2 in thick, had been placed crossways from wall to wall, so as to form the bottom of a furnace. Over these at a distance of a few inches, were five or six more bars of the same kind to hold the weight of the coffin. On each side of the coffin there was a space of 16 in for fuel. Above the coffin was another row of bars, or rather a grating of iron, to hold up the top part of the fire. By such means as these about 2 ft of coal was sustained over and above the aperture left for the coffin. The fire had been ready prepared for lighting, and on the arrival of the procession all there was to be done was to slide the coffin into its receptacle and kindle the funeral pyre when the necessary directions should be given.
The ceremony of Cremation was carried out early on a Tuesday morning. A procession was formed about seven o'clock, and 12 bearers selected from the friends of the Doctor, were in readiness to carry him to the funeral pyre. On arrival of the procession at the entrance of the field, the Rev D Fisher, Curate of Llantrisant, and Rev D Williams, of Pontyclun, who wore white surplices, read the opening portions of the Burial Service of the Established Church in the Welsh language.
The coffin was pushed into the Crematorium, and the pyre lighted; and then proceeded the Burial Service. When he came to the words which usually stated that the body is consigned to the earth, there was a variation in the wording, and the appropriate revision was made that it was being 'consigned to fire'. The actual words used were:
'Gan hyny yr y'm ni yn rhoddi ei gorff ei i'r tan, gan ddysgwyl am adgyfodiad y meirw ac am fywyd y byd sydd ar ddyfod. ' Then the Rev gentleman reverted to the usual phraseology.
Shortly after one o'clock in the afternoon it became evident that the fierceness of the flames had been such as to completely consume the body. Portions of the iron coffin fell away into the fire, and the people who stood near gazed into what appeared to be nothing but an empty shell glowing at white heat. Mr Superintendant Jones, who had carefully watched the proceedings throughout, suggested, after a consultation with Dr Williams, the county medical officer, that it was totally unnecessary to place any more fuel upon the fire, so that the whole of the quantity provided was not used. About half-past three o'clock directions were given to have the coffin drawn out, and when this was done, it was seen that the precautions taken to ascertain whether the body had been completely consumed or not were by that time unnecessary. The body had entirely disappeared, and the coffin itself had, to a great extent, been shattered or consumed by the fire, When the sheet iron had been allowed to cool,what remained of the coffin was placed upon the bier already referred to and preparations were made to carry it back to the house of the deceased.
At this time the crowd had increased to very large proportions, and it was estimated from five to six thousand people gathered from all parts of the country, many of them searching among the ashes for relics of the Cremation. Pieces of the iron coffin were thus secured by many, while others were content with pieces of cinder snatched from the fire. It is estimated that 20 thousand people visited the town during the day.
Great credit is due to Chief Constable Lindsay for his foresight in placing Superintendent Jones, who was actively assisted by inspectors Jones of Pentre, and Davies of Porth, Sergeant Hallett, and a posse of 50 constables, to direct matters and maintain order. Everything passed off without any disturbance or complaint.
Dr Price's death certillcate, inset in a wooden frame, was donated to the Welsh National Museum by Mrs SEE Fisher. The frame has inset into its upper border two half crowns paid to the Rev Daniel Fisher for officiating at the cremation an inset into the lower border two medals struck on the occasion of the cremation of Dr Price's son, mounted to show the obverse and reverse faces respectively.
Cards commemorating the cremation of Dr Price and a lengthy piece of doggerel verse entitled 'The Log Cabin' were sold to attendees at the ceremony. The atmosphere seems to have been rather similar to that of a rugby international.
The first crematorium in the UK was eventually built in Woking, Surrey. A crematorium now stands at Thornhill, within 4 miles of both Rudry, where Dr Price was born, Caerphilly where he was apprenticed, and within 10 miles of where he was cremated.
